♦ Editorial

Strengthening Qualitative Nursing Research in Ghana
Ghanaian graduate education in nursing took off in the year 2000, assisted by a Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA), Tier 11 project between the University of Ghana (Legon, Ghana) and the University of Alberta (Edmonton, Canada). The first group of nurses should complete their graduate program and earn a master's of philosophy degree in late 2002 or early 2003. This will be a very significant landmark in the history of nursing in Ghana because this is the first time that Ghanaian nurses will earn their graduate nursing degrees in their own country. In doing so, they will have an opportunity to address nursing concerns that are relevant and specific to Ghana.
Ghana's unique cultural and environmental characteristics contribute to an environment in which Ghanaian scholars can make important contributions to theory development that is relevant to health research not only within their own country but also globally. The majority of research questions that are being asked by Ghanaian nursing students are necessarily qualitative as little is known of the applicability of existing nursing and health care theories to Ghanaians or the inhabitants of other tropical, low-income countries. There is a potential for the development of new nursing theories that could have widespread applicability.
Challenges facing Ghanaian nurse researchers include the linguistic and cultural differences that are evident among individuals within the country. An understanding of these differences and their impact on the health status of the various members of the population can best be understood through the use of qualitative research methods. The use of quantitative research methods, however, has prevailed in many university departments outside of North America and northern Europe. There is less support in these sites for the qualitative methods that are needed to develop and modify health care theories.
Researchers in many of the Ghanaian university departments have developed quantitative research traditions. These researchers have the important role of mentoring the graduate nursing students as they come to understand important substantive issues related to graduate nursing research. All of the students have mentors (external thesis committee members) who are successful researchers in other university departments, particularly the health science departments. These mentors were carefully chosen and perform an invaluable service in that they are often global experts on the substantive issues that the students have chosen to study, and they are committed to establishing the best available evidence to guide practice. Most of the mentors are, however, more familiar with the established quantitative designs that have been used to develop the research traditions in their own departments. For this reason, the methodological expertise of most of the health science researchers lies in this area.
Because quantitative researchers need to control the phenomenon if their research is to be valid and reliable, these mentors often challenge the value that the nursing students (and all qualitative researchers) place on the multiple realities inherent in fully understanding a particular phenomenon. In addition, because they need to generalize their own findings, they can be uncomfortable with the qualitative researcher's interest in gaining insights into a particular phenomenon rather than generalizing findings to a larger population. These differences in research traditions can cause external examiners to be skeptical about how the small sample recruited for qualitative studies can contribute to scientific thinking. This challenge from renowned researchers in other university departments has created insecurity and a lack of confidence on the part of the nursing students who are concerned that the larger scientific community may not view their designs as credible and worthwhile. This feeling is compounded by the "newness" of nurses as researchers in low-income countries. Nursing has been associated with practice endeavors rather than creating new knowledge bases that enhance health status. Other departments may not yet know what nurses can do! The Ghanaian health care system is in crisis, with major shortfalls in funding to provide even basic health care services. Much of the available resources and planning must go into maintaining existing services. Thus, the funding of qualitative health research cannot be a priority. The Department of Nursing and the students are competing for very scarce health research funds in an environment in which qualitative approaches are considered by some to be a less legitimate means of addressing research questions.
Although the solutions are not simple, strengths exist within the Department of Nursing that can be used to attenuate these problems. For example, all of the students understand the assumptions of their selected qualitative method and are able to defend it at a high level. Their thoughtfulness has impressed their mentors from other departments who, though skeptical, have been willing to allow the students to proceed with their data collection.
Although quantitative methods are still the norm, there are increasing numbers of qualitative researchers who hold influential positions in other university departments. Their support facilitates more widespread acceptance of qualitative methods in general and qualitative graduate nursing research in particular. We are confident that the high quality of the completed nursing research studies will lead to an even wider acceptance of both the research method and the utility of nurses in conducting research. We hope that it will also afford opportunities for equitable research partnerships to be developed between nursing and other university departments both within Ghana and internationally.
The faculty has links with international external examiners at the University of Alberta who have expertise with qualitative methods and international nursing. There are also new links with the University of South Africa (UNISA). All of the nursing students in the Ghanaian program have Canadian nurse researchers who have some experience with qualitative research on their theses committees. In addition, all of the students traveled to Canada when they were beginning their thesis proposals and had an opportunity to meet their external committee member as well as to contrast and compare the health care and educational systems of both countries.
Qualitative data has use in developing appropriate outcome measures for quantitative researchers. The Department of Nursing at the University of Ghana is in a position to take a leading role in identifying and interpreting individual or community outcomes that are important when assessing the efficacy of specific interventions that are assessed quantitatively. This is particularly important in international studies because preferred outcomes for particular interventions may vary widely between high-and low-income countries or even within different cultural groups in one country.
Developing a qualitative research tradition for graduate nursing students in Ghana presents many challenges for students and faculty alike. The real strength that can be used to address these challenges lies in the quality and commitment of the students themselves as they discover and develop pathways whereby they can positively influence health research in their own country. It is important that the international community of nurse researchers support and encourage the emerging body of work that comes from the countries where nurses, for the first time, are entering the graduate levels of scholarship at their home universities.
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